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The Richards Family Serving Jesus Christ on Tanna Island, Vanuatu 

Ask the Lord of the Harvest... 

 In Matthew 9:37-38 Jesus says: 

 "The harvest is plentiful but the workers are few. Ask the Lord of  

 the harvest, therefore, to send out workers into his harvest field."  

 This is the situation that we find ourselves in.   

 On one hand, we see the potential for a plentiful harvest.  When I vis-

it our mission fields, mission workers tell me about opportunities to begin 

new works in their area.  They tell me about villages that would welcome a 

worker and have a church planted in their midst.  In one case I came 

through an area to discover that a village had already  built a church build-
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ing and had just asked for someone to come and teach in it.   

 On the other hand, we are desperately short of workers.  There are 

currently 25 mission fields and 9 of them do not have workers.  Of course 

that 25 only reflects the existing works, not the potential work that we 

could be doing.  Therefore our greatest need that we ask you our support-

ers to address, is to do what Jesus has told us to do: Ask the Lord of the 

harvest to send workers into the field.  So please join us in praying  that 

our gracious God will raise up more workers for the mission fields in the 

Southern Islands of Vanuatu.   

 While we have asked you to pray for more workers because of what 

we see as opportunities to spread the gospel, it is worth pausing to consid-

er why Jesus asked his disciples to pray.   

 Jesus too saw fruit in his ministry.  Generally, we should see Jesus’ 

ministry in chapters Matthew 5-9  as a success.  His work bore fruit but 

the workers were few.  Thus, by the end of chapter 9 it was time to add 

workers (first the 12 and then us).  When Jesus asked his disciples to pray, 

he was asking them to ask God to send people to join him in his work.  But 

was this primarily because he saw the potential for church planting in the 

Galilean hills, just as we see potential on Tanna ? 

 The focus of Matthew 9:36 is not so much on the willingness of peo-

ple to follow Jesus, but on their harassed and helpless state and Jesus’ 

compassion on the people.  Most immediately, in the context of Jesus’ min-

istry to the Jewish Galileans, they are harassed and helpless due to a fail-

ure of the Jewish leadership (the shepherds).  What they need is a worker 

to proclaim the ‘good news of the kingdom of heaven’ - a message about a 

new king. 

 On Tanna, we see harassed and helpless people led this way and 

that.  People following indigenous and imported cults and new religious 

movements.  People who are tossed about like waves on the sea who cannot 

tell their right hand from their left.  There are people who believe that the 

‘prophet’ of their religious movement will be resurrected and who have 

asked if they should now be looking for someone else.  There are people liv-

ing in fear of spirits and people in fear of being ‘left behind’ or marked with 

the sign of the beast because they failed to join a movement.  Jesus has 
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compassion on such people and that compassion moves him to teach his 

church to pray that people will go and proclaim the kingdom to these peo-

ple. 

 So the primary reason to pray arises out of Jesus’ compassion for the 

lost and the oppressed.  The fruit seen in Jesus ministry (and indeed the 

potential that we see on Tanna) is not the primary reason; it is the demon-

stration that there is a solution to helplessness.  Jesus has proclaimed the 

good news and healed the people’s diseases and sicknesses, and people 

have responded; what is needed is more people to do what Jesus has done. 

 So as we ask you to pray, we are asking you to join in Jesus’ compas-

sion for the lost.  As you join in being compassionate,  you ask God to send 

people as lights to the helpless and that Jesus’ church might join him in 

his work of proclaiming the good news to them.   

T a l e m a o t  



4 

The Workers Are Few 

 In the previous section I said that there are many vacant mission 

fields.  All of these mission fields at one time had a mission worker, so it is 

worth considering why these mission fields are now empty and what we are 

doing in the missions committee to address the issues. 

 There are some good reasons.  Two of our best workers have just de-

cided to leave to pursue further studies.  Mission work on Tanna is a long-

term work which will span at least a generation.  The training of key per-

sonnel is therefore important for long-term development.  It is of course still 

disappointing to see good workers leave for three years of training and we 

hope one day to offer training on Tanna so that people such as these can 

remain in the field. 

 There are also many negative reasons why mission fields are vacant:  

1) Although there often seems to be opportunities, in reality the work is 

slow and people have felt isolated and become discouraged; 2) Some people 

have been lured away by the temptation to make money through sandal-

wood sales and fruit picking in Australia and New Zealand; 3) There has 

been confusion between local churches and the centrally administered mis-

sions program in terms of the appointment and dismissal of workers; 4) 

Some people have fallen into behaviours that have spoilt their Christian 

witness amongst the people they minister to.  These things include: inap-

propriate extra-marital relationships, inappropriate marriages, and mariju-

ana use (which has  become prevalent on Tanna). This factor has not only 

caused some workers to be removed from their posts but has also meant 

that many potential workers cannot be used until these issues are ad-

dressed in their lives. 

 The missions committee for Southern Islands Presbytery is imple-

menting some changes to address some of these issues.  We have now or-

ganised the various different fields and workers into teams.  Working in 

fellowship is the biblical model and these teams should now support each 

other in their work and meet regularly to pray and encourage each other.  

It will also make my role more manageable as I can meet with a couple of 
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workers at a time.  Team ministry will also benefit female workers who 

have struggled in their work as they can be placed under males and be giv-

en appropriate ministry work. 

  We will introduce a mentoring year between training and mission 

work.  Many of the people who have fallen down quickly in their work have 

been young and inexperi-

enced.  Although we do field 

experience three times a year 

at college, it does not seem 

to be enough given the stu-

dents’ prior exposure to min-

istry.  A mentored year will 

allow workers to grow as well 

as to be tested for ministry. 

 We will also begin a 

more vigorous appointment 

process, address issues to do 

with housing and allowances and make expectations of workers more clear. 

  The reasons behind the failure of some workers seem to have 

implications not only for the way we organise missions but also our work at 

the college.  Our work must be pastoral and oriented towards spiritual for-

mation as well as academic learning.  Although I am not involved in the 

intake or dismissal of students, the need for mature workers has strong 

implications for these areas also.  Because villages coming to Christ see 

graduated students as reflections of Christianity, and the church itself sees 

them as ready for Christian ministry, we want to send out people who are 

good Christian witnesses.  

 There is much to think about here and much to pray about.  Please 

bring these things before God and ask him to help us and to raise up ma-

ture Christians to do his work.  I should also add that I am often humbled 

by mature and godly people whom I minister alongside.  There is good 

healthy ministry going on in Tanna, we just need to think about how to 

grow and multiply that work. 
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 It was a big term for me (Tom) academically.  Because of the way the 

course is structured at the moment, I have two theology units to teach in 

third term (there are three terms each year).  I taught ‘Knowing God’ to the 

first years and ‘Last Things’ to the second years. 

 These are two important units because these are two areas that peo-

ple tend to misunderstand as they move from an animistic world-view to a 

Christian one.  In Tannese kastom (animism), spiritual knowledge is trans-

ferred through stories, songs and dances, and these are received through 

‘listening’ to kava (an intoxicating drink), or by listening to stones through 

kava.  Knowledge seems to be fluid and ever-changing, and stories are rein-

terpreted, hybridised and adapted to suit new ideas and contexts.  The flow

-on effect of this is that the gods and spirits of Tanna do not fit into clear 

categories or form a working theological system.  This is quite different to 

the living God who has revealed himself in the Bible and ultimately in the 

person of Jesus. 

 When people on Tanna learn about the Christian God they tend to fit 

him into their existing system.  Many people have assigned gods to each of 

the persons of the Father, Son, and Spirit.  It is therefore quite difficult to 

convince people that the God of the Bible is distinctively different in as-

pects such as his holiness, his authority  and his love.  This of course has 

flow-on effects in relation to their understanding of man’s sin and the gos-

pel. 

 There are also big differences between a biblical understanding of last 
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A t  t h e  c o l l e g e  
things and Tanna kastom.  Kastom tends to be oriented towards prosperity 

in the here-and-now with little idea of a ‘last day.’  People therefore tend to 

misunderstand sin as something preventing this prosperity, and redemp-

tion as a means of restoring their ability to receive material prosperity.   

 All this creates a complex theological environment.  My approach this 

term has been to work from kastom towards Christianity, making the dif-

ferences explicate and allowing a lot of time for discussion and questions.   

 I also taught a subject called ‘The Writings of John’ in which I chose 

to teach John’s Gospel and Revelation.  It seems to me that John is a book 

that is quite simple on the surface, but the more you get into it the more 

complex it becomes.   Revelation, on the other hand, seems very difficult on 

the surface, but the more you get into it the simpler it becomes.  Teaching 

both books was challenging but rewarding. 

 The college year ended on a festive note with a carols night and the 

graduation of the second year students.  The carols night was staged on the 

beautiful front lawn of the college overlooking the sea and set off by flowers 

and candles.  10 students graduated at a ceremony accompanied by a great 

feast and attended by the students’ families and churches.   
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O n  t h e  h o m e  f r o n t  

 On the home front, the kids are generally happy and enjoying life.  

The days are falling into a bit more of a routine and I am coping better with 

things most of the time.  After our three week stay in Port Vila in August for 

the Presbyterian Assembly our little green house really felt like home. 

 Of course the kids are all growing and changing all the time. Annie is 

now walking and trying to say words.  She turned one in November and we 

had a pizza picnic campfire to celebrate.  Tim and Lucy are good friends 

and love pretending being in aeroplanes and boats with cardboard boxes 

and blankets. Sam and Lucy also have good times together and love hang-

ing out in the tree house with their friends peeling mandarins.  Please pray 

for our kids as we go back to Vanuatu after our time in Australia for a fam-

ily wedding. 

 For me, daily tasks are becoming more manageable. Several major 

things that have helped have been: an oven (just pop two loaves of bread in, 

no more standing over the stovetop frying buns in a small saucepan for half 
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O n  t h e  h o m e  f r o n t  
the morning); some more kids beds means sheets off the floor safe from 

muddy feet;  I find the washing manageable with occasional help from the 

college students (good way to connect with them) and because we are using 

disposable nappies (we have not been able to find a permanent house help-

er); also the littlies are getting older and more independent and the biggies 

more able to help.  

 It’s been good to get into more of a routine. At times our morning 

looks a bit like this: 6:30 wakeup, breakky, jobs around the house, Annie 

goes to sleep and we do school with Sam and Lucy while Tim has a special 

blanket time, then everyone is turned out for morning tea and outside play 

while mum has a breather and makes bread for lunch.  

 Things we often do in outside play are wash clothes, ride bikes, go for 

walks around the college grounds/bush, hang out with our friends in the 

treehouse or play with lego on the veranda.  It’s always fun to watch the 

chooks, try to catch the wild rooster, or help with chasing the pigs back 

into their pen again!  There have also been chances to see chicks and pup-

pies born and grow up.  I would love you to pray for me, especially for 

strength, perseverance and love and the ability to know when to stick to the 

routine and when to not worry about it. 

 We have had many good times as a family. A major highlight for us 

was a two week visit from my sister Emily.  She brought another set of 

hands, a sense of humour and lots of sisterly/auntily love.  

 Other highlights and interesting things that have happened have 

been: being trial tourists for a new bungalows nearby (we saw a huge tur-

tle, listened to custom stories,  went on a boat trip to see a cave, saw the 
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O n  t h e  h o m e  f r o n t  
way ancestors lived and ate, and watched cus-

tom dancing); visiting Erromango for a few 

days during presbytery where we got to go by 

canoe to visit the site of John Williams’ attack 

and death 160 years ago (wow things have 

changed a lot here); pulling a cow out of our 

half built septic (this involved a whole Sat 

morning and all the college students); watching a pig and a cow being cut 

up and eating pieces (after cooking them); joining in with the college carols 

candle night (this would be Tim’s highlight – staying up late and holding a 

candle); Tom and Sam’s fishing trip when they caught a two yellowfin tuna; 

and our family times at the beach on Saturday mornings. There is always 

something interesting going on and something to learn. Thank God for the 

people who look after us here and help us in so many ways. 

 We came back to Australia for my brothers wedding in December and 

had a wonderful time with family on both sides in Perth and Queensland 

and also catching up with friends. We really praise God for a new sister, a 

new family created, for happiness, and also for a chance for physical and 

spiritual refreshment for us over this time. I am looking forward to getting 

stuck into things again on Tanna, starting school with the kids (we have 

some great books to read this year in our program), seeing our Tannese 

friends again and meeting and getting to know a new group of first year 

students.  

 Contact Details 

Address:   PO Box 97 

   Lenekel, Tanna 

   Vanuatu   

Phone:  Tom - (678) 5566771  

   Margaret - (678) 5566772 

Email:  Tom - wordworks5511@hotmail.com 

   Margaret - margaret-richards@hotmail.com 

Blog:   www.talkingabouttanna.com 

Facebook:   www.facebook.com/talkingabouttanna 

New numbers, again! 
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P a r t n e r  

W a t e r  a n d  E l e c t r i c i t y  A p p e a l  

We would appreciate your help to purchase 

a 10,000L water tank and put running water in-

side over a kitchen sink, and to purchase an alter-

nate energy system to provide lighting and charge 

electrical appliances such as a laptop and also to 

power a 21L freezer. 

 The approximate cost will be $7500  

 You can give using direct deposit into our account: 

Name:  Richards Thomas Netherton Richards Margaret Flora  

BSB:  016-112 

AC Number:  542230177 

 * Please include the reference: “Water and Electricity” 

 These things are not just about increasing our creature comforts 

(although they do), they are also about helping us to work more efficiently.  

Better water means better health.  Electricity would mean that Margaret 

could better plan in the evening when the children are asleep and I (Tom) 

could work electronically more than on paper which would allow me to bet-

ter develop my notes over time, and perhaps eventually share them with 

others. 

 Thank you to everyone from the churches 

we visited in WA and QLD who have already 

given helped to raise $1565.  We have used 

some of this to purchase a wind generator, 

electrical controller, and a water pump.  These 

are the items that we cannot get in Vanuatu, 

so we are glad to have been able to purchase 

them now.  

 We will inform you by email and facebook 

once we have reached our target. 
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Prayer   
 Give thanks for what we think was a positive first year on Tanna. 

 Give thanks for the 10 students who graduated from college. 

 Give thanks for the faithful mission work that is being done on Tanna. 

 Give thanks that we have settled into a good family routine. 

 Please pray for our spiritual growth this year, that we can depend 

more and more on our saviour, that we will live holy lives, and that we 

abound in love for each other and those we minister with and to. 

 Please Pray that God will raise up more mission workers for Tanna. 

 Please pray that Tom can become more efficient in his preparation 

this year and that he will deliver relevant and memorable material.  

 Please pray for Margaret, that she will use good judgement and have 

great patience when raising the children and managing the home. 

Support 
 We currently need to raise additional support, so please considering 

partnering us financially. 

 We thank God that during 2013 we enjoyed full support, 

however we had underestimated some of the costs of living in 

Vanuatu.  Given that our support level has also dropped a little, 

our finances are now at just 80%. 

 You can support us using direct deposit through an ac-

count managed by our presbytery:  

  Name: Westminster Presbyterian Church  

  BSB: 016-112  
  Account Number: 9030-86423  

*You must include the reference: “Richards Family” 

 You can also get information at:  

 talkingabouttanna.com/partner-us/ 

P a r t n e r  


